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The long line curling around the block in front of downtown Seoul's

Myungbo theater pointed to a new phenomenon in East Asia. What the people were

crowding to see was not some sensational American import but a dramatization of

the life of .the Korean martyr. Pastor Chu Ki-Chol. The film, moreover, was pro-

duced and acted by members of a unique congregation, the Entertai ners ' Church,

which is composed almost entirely of new Christians from among the stars,

writers and technicians of the country's radio, television and movie industries.

They represent a significant shift toward new directions in the Asian

religious pattern: vigorous evangelistic growth, coupled with an increasing

Christian impact on Asian culture and, to a lesser degree, a deepening awareness

of the complexities and necessities of bring Christian ethics to bear on all the

dimensions of life in Asia. Of all the continents Asia is the least Christian.

Islam in western Asia, Hinduism in southern Asia, and traditional eastern reli-

gions, communism and imported western materialism in the far east, have combined

to blunt the edge of Christian expansion. But in northeast Asia the picture

is changing.

In late 1978, for the first time in its 2500 years of history Japan

elected a Christian as Prime Minister, Masayoshi Ohira. The white cross promin-

ently displayed a~t his widely televised funeral in 1980 was a surprise in a

country where visible signs of a Christian presence are hard to find and where

the percentage of Christians has only recently managed to pass the 1% mark.

In the Philippines, Asia's most Christian country statistically, a

papal visit brought crowds estimated at times as high as three million to

honor a pontiff who holds the allegiance of the republic's forty million Catholics.

Mainland China, which for over thirty years had sharply suppressed

Christianity, has surprised the world with an abrupt about face. Last year it

allowed a printing of 50,000 Chinese New Testaments, and the Bible has suddenly

become the most sought after book in country. Only a few weeks ago a band of
lr©w\ \r<tW»*5

adventurous Christians were allowed to travel to the Great Wall for what must
A

have been the first open Easter sunrise celebration in China in years.
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These are some of the signs of the times on Asia's Pacific

rim. They take on added significance as the global importance of this area

becomes more apparent every year. If, as some think, the history of the

world in this generation may be shaped by what happens in the oil-rich

Islamic Middle East, it is even more of a possibility that the history of

the next generation will be largely made at the other end of Asia, the Far

East. In its northern sector alone--China , Korea, Japan--it contains more

than a quarter of all the world's people. Japan has a higher rate of liter-

acy than the United States; South Korea more university students than Eng-

land. Industry and manufacturing are moving east, and experts predict that

by the year 2000 Asia, and more particularly East Asia, could become the

industrial center of the world.

Will it also be a center for Christian growth and mission?
nut

Easy prophecies are dangerous, "There are reasons for hope, There are

also signs of danger. A brief survey may prove useful, concentrating on

Korea, Japan and China, including Taiwan, Hong Kong and Asia's overseas

Chinese, but arbitrarily excluding the Philippines as belonging to a differ-

ent culture area.

If there is any identifying unity at all to this vast and diverse

area it is its heritage of traditional Chinese culture,-not race, or religion

or spoken language. Its people cannot properly be called Mongoloid in

race, for the Mongols are non-Chinese. Its religions no longer unify, if

they ever did. China is communist; Japan is loosely Buddhist and Shintoist

after a fashion, or nothing; and Korea is no-long^^i^ Buddhist or

Confucianist in religion. As for spoken language. East Asia is a babel of

tongues, only thinly linked by the use of written Chinese ideographs among

the more literate. It is not true to claim that the coming of Christianity

shattered the unity of the east. There was little enough unity to shatter;

and the Christian faith, rightly preached and practiced, has enriched the

higher cultures, not destroyed them.

There have been Christians in East Asia since the first Persian

missionaries reached China in 635 AD, and there has been as little uniformity

in the region's Christianity as in its culture. The first wave was Nestorian



3

S
Moffett, Christianity in. East Asia.

the second Catholic, from the 13th century; the third Protestant, beginning

in 1807. But a few generalizations perhaps hold true.

First, the Christian church of East Asia, outside the Philippines,

is predominantly Protestant. Out of a total population of perhaps 1.2

billion there are probably not more than 13 million Christians, both Cath-

olic and Protestant, a iTatio* of barely more than 1%. Roughly 9 million of

them are Protestant and 4 million or more are Catholic. But there is an

element of great and challenging uncertainty to such figures, for in fact

no one really knows how many Christians are left in China after the revolu-

tion. One fact that does emerge is startling, namely that more than half

of all the Christians in this great northern circle of the Far East

little South Korea.

A second generalization is that the growing edge of East Asia's

Protestantism is evangelical and evangelistic. This partly explains the

remarkable church growth in South Korea where the Theological tradition is

staunchly conservative. It is a trend reenforced by the proliferation of

new missionary societies throughout East Asia after World War II most of

which have come from Protestantism's evangelical wing, and this at a time

when mainline denominations were talking of a moratorium on missionaries,

and "the end of the missionary era". The new and growing third-world

missionary movement, too, while strongly rooted in all the Asian churches

has been most actively promoted by smaller conservative groups.

Important Christian social issues, on the other hand, such as

human rights, the plight of the laboring poor and the problems of industri-

alization have been most articulately championed by more liberal, or
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moderate center coalitions in the churches, often represented by ecumenic-

ally oriented National Christian Councils. This poses the danger that a

western polarization of evangelism and social action will begin to divide

Asian churches which have traditionally linked the two together, to the

mutual impoverishment of both essential emphases. If the separating trend

continues, the ecumenical movement may end up unecumenically representing

only a Christian minority, as it now does in Korea and perhaps China, while

an evangelical majority may find itself isolated in Christian ghettos re

moved from the main currents of Asia's intellectual, social and political

developments.

A country by country survey of Christianity in East Asia should

probably begin with its line of sharpest division, the DMZ (Demilitarized

Zone) that separates in one little peninsula the areas most anti-Christian

country, North Korea, from its most explosively Christian center. South

Korea. Until the Russians turned it communist by force after World War II,

more than two-thirds of all Korean Christians were in the north. Today,

far as we can tell, not a single organized Christian group has survived

the thirty-five years of fierce persecution that wiped out the church.

What secret Christians there may be among North Korea's 17 million people,

no one knows, and no one tells.

South Korea, by contrast, startles the visitor with the extreme

visibility of its Christian faith. Church steeples line the streets and

climb the hills. The capital, Seoul, is said to have three thousand

churches for its 8 million people of whom 25% claim to be Christian. The

largest congregation in the world is in Seoul, the 150,000 member Full

Gospel Central Church which only thirteen years ago was a handful of

Pentecostal believers meeting in a small tent on the outskirts of Seoul.

Korea's Christians grow at four times the rate of population growth.

Fifty years ago there were 400,000, north and south; today in the south

alone there are 6% million, about 18% of the country's 38 million people.

One report estimates that Koreans build six new churches every day.

Proteslants outnumber Catholics about 6 to 1, and well over half of the

Protestants are Presbyterians.
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There is no simple answer to the question why the church has

grown so fast in Korea. One obvious reason is that history smiled on the

beginning of Protestant missions there. The end of the 19th century and

the beginning of the 20th was another praeparati o evangel

i

um. A 500-year-

old dynasty was crumbling; the old faiths were losing their hold;

neighboring giants China, Russia and Japan threatened the small kingdom

and its anxious people were open to a new world view that might give them

hope. But credit must also be given to sound mission policies. The

Protestant pioneers were evangelistic, disciplined, non-colonialist and

steeped in the conviction that the secret of building up a Christian leader-

ship was the training of the whole body of believers in the study of the

Bible. An even deeper reason was the character of the Korean Christians.

Steadfast under persecution and enthusiastic witnesses to their

they willingly accepted and made their own the church's three emphases on

self-support, self-government and self-propagation. Finally, the early

growth of the church was crowned by the purifying and quickening effects

of the Great Korean Revival of 1907-08.

But whatever the reasons-and Korean Christians have always made

clear their belief that it was God who gave the increase-the growth was

catalytic and continuing. Despite persecutions from Japanese military

conquerors, then the communists, and harassment at times from its own gov-

ernment which, however, has never restricted evangelism, in every decade

for the last forty years Korea's Protestant community has just about

doubled in size.

Some therefore confidently predict that Korea will soon be a

Christian nation. The triumphalism may be premature. It could at least

be argued that unless there is an increase in the practice of Christianity

to match the growth in professions of the Christian faith, perhaps the

more "Christians" there are, the more nominal will be their Christianity

and the less Christian the nation becomes.

For there is a dark side to the picture of fast growth. Like

industrial progress it can have its unpleasant side effects. Korean

Christianity seems to split as fast as it grows. All the larger denominations
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suffered schisms in the 1950s and many divisions remain. The image

the church is beginning to present to a nation which is still more than

four-fifths non-Christian is too often one of contentiousness and contro-

versy rather than of love and service. On the bright side, rightly or

wrongly the divisions seem to stimulate growth, not hinder it. But it

remains to be seen whether Korean Christians will stand up to the tempt-

ations of influence and affluence as well as they have so heroically

faced the years of persecution.

Japan is a puzzle both to Christian and to secular historians.

The latter find it difficult to explain how a country with too many people

and too few resources and which lost a major war could have become such a

modern miracle of economic and industrial success. Christians, on the other

hand, have difficulty explaining how a church which has had periods of such

great success could remain so small and seemingly ineffective today. There

were more baptized Christians per population in 16th century Japan some

three hundred years ago than there are today.

But statistics are deceptive. True, there are only two million

baptized Christians in a population of 115 million, but what the figures do

not show is that there are about twice that number of "Christian sympathizers

who would, in most Asian countries, probably be included in the Christian

constituency figures reported as "total membership". This somewhat alters

the impression of Japan as a country lamentably low in percentage of

Christians. Moreover, though Japanese Christianity may still have a low

profile, it rates extremely high in significant contributions to Christian

theology, in social concern (the name of Kagawa is not forgotten), and in

third-world, cross-cul tural missions.

Protestants in Japan outnumber Catholics about three to one, and

about half of the Protestants belong to the Church of Christ in Japan. This

large, united church, now composed principally of former Presbyterian,

Reformed, Congregational and Methodist churches, was the result of the

forcible wartime union of all Protestants by the government in 1941. At

war's end a number of denominations left the union, --Sal vation Army,

Baptists, Anglicans and Lutherans. But the Kyodan (the United Church)

itself decided not to dissolve but rather to transform the Christian union
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n f n a spiritual and voluntary union of

which had been forced upon it into a 1

consenting churches.

Unfortunately for unity, in 1969 young radicals of the Kyodan’s

left wing broke up the meeting of the Annual Conference, and their

, a. u g j a.u„ r^rnitu nf its leading seminary hostage, so
student cohorts held the faculty or ni y

i -icn tho rhnrrh that for more than a decade it has
polarizing and paralyzing the churcn uiao

m a U 1 J annual assembly. Meanwhile a post-war flood of
been unable even to hold its annual asseuiu^

• lanan swellinq the number of mission or-
new missionary societies entered Japan, y

ganizations from 60 (in 1930) to 140.

There are signs, however, that the Church of Christ in Japan is

recovering momentum. The church planting enthusiasm of the smaller groups,

both old and new, is having an effect. A period of renewed growth could

be beginning.

japan is not irreversibly secularized. The old religions per-

sist, though badly shaken by Japan's wartime defeat. A revival of

nationalist Shinto ceremonies, in fact, is a cause of some concern.

Where Shintoism and Buddhism have declined, it is not always secular

materialism that takes their place. A host of "New Religions" have rushed

in to fill the vacuum, usually promising tangible benefits to believers

and attracting perhaps as much as one out of five Japanese. Father J.J.

Spae sees in this phenomenon a subtle shifting from the older religious

patterns towards an antecedently Christian theism and a growing recognition

of needs which neither traditional Japanese religion nor modern Japanese

secularism has been able to meet.

Recent reports confirm this. The militant Buddhist sect of

Soka Gakkai, once considered the major religious threat to Christian ex

pansion has been discredited by scandal and is sharply declining in

numbers and influence. Last year's Graham Crusade drew unprecedented

crowds, even in the rain. "The tendency has been to look at the Japanese

people as impossible to win for Christ," observed Canadian missionary

Kenneth McVety. "I sense a different spirit, and I expect it to grow

The third, and overwhelmingly the largest sector of northeast

Asia is Chinese. Overall, it has also been the least responsive, proportion-

ately, to the Christian mission. Since Persian missionaries first brought
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the gospel to the Far East, after 1300 years of Christian effort China must

still be classified, along with Islam in western Asia and Hindu India in

south Asia, as one of the world's three largest blocs of humanity most

impermeable to Christian mission.

But China is not monolithic despite its persistent sense of

national identity, nor has it been uniformly resistant to the Christian
.

faith. There are four Chinas today: mainland communist China (the Peoples

Democratic Republic of China), Taiwan (the Republic of China), Hong Kong,

a British crown colony, and the overseas Chinese scattered world-wide but

with significant minority communities spread across Asia particularly in

Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Singaporeand Vietnam. Hong Kong and

Singapore are both about 10% Christian.

The largest group of "separated" Chinese are in Taiwan, or Formosa

as it used to be called. After Korea and Papua New Guinea, this beautiful

island has been the fastest growing Christian cente^Jn Asia. In 1945 the

Christians numbered 30,000. By 19SB the number had^reached 600,000, multi-

plying twenty times in twi^^even years.
^

-mu, euseii-to
.

alme^U£0O-reeO (
55^09' Protestants and 2-74^0 Catholics) in a population

of 17 million.

The distribution of this jk of the Taiwanese people who are

Christian is surprisingly uneven. There are three major ethnic groups:

first, the aboriginal tribes in the mountains; second the native Taiwanese

who came centuries ago from south-central China and drove the tribespeople

into the hills; and third the mainlanders, the most recent arrivals, who

fled to the island in the late 1940s to escape the communists and who have

dominated Taiwan's government ever since. ^Jt is the^tri besjg the hills

who have been most completely evangelized. ^ Though they are only 2% of the

population, they are 80% Christianized. Next are the mainlanders, 8% of

the population and about 10% Christian. Least evangelized, though they

are the vast majority of the population, 90%, are the native Taiwanese ,

who are only 2.3% Christian.

Significantly, it is the converts from among the native Taiwanese,
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the most resistant of the three ethnic groups, who form the backbone of

the Presbyterian Church of Taiwan, and it is that church which is by

the largest Protestant denomination on the island. Unlike its fragmented

but powerful Korean counterpart, Taiwanese Presbyterianism remains united

under one Gneral Assembly. A strong strain of the spirit of Taiwanese inde-

pendence is woven into its heritage and troubles its relations with the post-

war government of the island by mainland nationalists. The General

Secretary of the church is at this writing still in prison.

Next to the Presbyterians who doubled their membership between

1955 and 1965 and who are now engaged in another evangelistic church effort,

the most vigorously growing churches in Taiwan have not been mainline

denominations but two indigenous Chinese church movements from the mainland:

the True Jesus Church, a faith-healing pentecostal fellowship; and the Christ-

ian Assemblies (or "Little Flock") of Watchman Nee, whose practices resembl

Plymouth Brethren.

It is interesting to note that though the Chinese people are often

spoken of as resistant to the Christian faith, Chinese in Asia outside

the People's Republic on the mainland lwm« * usually have a higher percentage

of Christians than the Asian average: 5% in Taiwan, 9.5% in Hong Kong and

10% in Singapore. 22% of Singapore's members of parliament are said to be

Christians. And the largest single Christian congregation in Thailand is

the Yellow Bridge Chinese Church in Bangkok.

Everything written above about East Asia will remain unbalanced

and peripheral until mainland China is put into the picture. But what can

one say with any certainty about China? It is still a question mark even

after the new openness that has come after the death of Mao in 1976. We

still do not know how many Christians there are. We don't even know how many

Chinese there are. Numbers lose their meaning in a land so vast that the

margin of uncertainty about the population— variously estimated at between

900 and 1100 mi 11 ion--equal s the entire known population of the United States

But we know a lot more than we did five years ago. For one thing

it seems likely that despite the long years of repression there are more

Christians in China today than thirty- two years ago when the communist Gov-
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ernment came to power. There were then about 5 million believers of whom

3 million were Catholic and almost 2 million Protestant (about 800,000 com-

municants and a million or more adherents). Until recently, few thought

that even half that number could have survived, especially after the cruel-

ties of the cultural revolution (1966-69) when the the Red ^
ran wild and for a time left not one organized church

open and intact in China.

They went too far. Reaction began even before Mao's death.

Churches slowly reopened from 1970 on. The pace quickened after 1976. Since

early 1980, as the house church movement startled even the most optimistic

with its emerging strength, estimates of the number of Chinese Christians have

escalated wildly almost every month. A reasonable guess--and it is only a

guess— -might put the number of Protestants at between 3 and 4 million. This

is nearly double the pre-war figure. The growth must be credited to the

house churches which number in the thousands and now overwhelmingly outstrip

the membership of the mainline churches. Catholics, on the other hand, who

suffered much more than Protestants in the revolution, may have declined in

numbers, perhaps to 2 million or more. So there may be 5 or 6 million Chinese

Christians altogether, but it will be a long time before any reliable figures

are available. One Japanese estimate is that there are 7 million Christians

in China.

The shape of the church in China is perhaps better discernible

than its size, but is still seen only through a glass darkly. The revolution

changed it almost beyond recognition. It did not outlaw religion. The Consti-

tution guaranteed individual freedom of belief. But it did not approve of re-

ligion and permitted only limited freedom of religious organization, under the

direction of the government's Religious Affairs Bureau. The general policy

was systematically to separate Chinese Christianity from all outside Christian

relationships. The old denominational structures were abolished. Only two

approved national Christian bodies survived, one for Protestants, the Three-

Self Movement ("self-government, self-support and self-propagation ), and one

for Catholics, the Catholic Patriotic Society. This process was far more

traumatic for Catholics than for Protestants for it required an enforced re-

nunciation of the authority of the Pope. Catholics were not required to become

communist, but they could not be Roman. They were to be patriotically Chinese

Catholics.
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The price that had to be paid for survival as an organized church

seemed to many, both Catholic and Protestant, to be too high. The Three-Self

Movement demanded complete nationalization a^e ,
and the conformity of the

clergy to the country's political goals and programs^But by clingmg

tenaciously to the measure of liberty allowed it, it
A
at least for a while

the structure of a visible Protestant presence as a Christian witness in a

socialist society. B*t When even this was swept away by the calculated

violence of the cultural revolution, institutional Christianity had been wiped

out in China. It had taken only twenty years. But though the institutions

were gone, the church was still there, Ue "church of the diffusion"--

indi vidual believers gathering together in houses in small groups to worship

and read whatever portions of the Bible the Red Guards had left them, and to

sing hymns, but not too loud.

Now the situation has changed again. Mao is dead. The Red Guards

are in disgrace. The gang of four has fallen. A new internationalism is

challenging, but has not entirely replaced the nationalized absolutes of the

Three-Self Movement and the Catholic Patriotic Society. The Church in China

is once again opening organized churches and putting out feelers toward fellow-

ship with the rest of the Body of Christ.

Last fall the number of reopened churches was reported to be 30 ;

a few months later 80 ;
this spring 100 ,

and more are opening constantly.

There are five large churches open again in Shanghai and it is said that none

has a Sunday attendance of less than two thousand. Services are crowded out.

7000 Catholics received mass this Easter in Peking's two reopened Chinese

Catholic churches. In Nanking a few months ago when the theological seminary

was allowed to reopen as a part of Nanking University, 47 entered the first

class, but 300 had applied for admission.

The reopening of the churches has brought to life again the Three-

Self Movement as tne recognized channel of communication between the govern-

ment and China's Protestants, but with a new independence and a new awareness

of its responsibilities to a constituency which, because its greater part is

now from the house church movement, owes little to Three-Self leadership. In

an attempt to bridge the gap a new body, the Christian Council of China, was

organized in December as a sister structure to the Three-Self Movement but
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oriented to the Christian community rather than to the government. It

will "train f&mk preachers, publish Bibles and strengthen communication

with churches and believers". Linked with£ the formation of the new

Council was a call for toleration and unity of the Spirit among all

China's Christians "whether worshipping in the churches of in houses .

This is the nearest any government approved body has yet come to recogni

zing the legal existence of the house groups.

Changes have come with stunning rapidity to China. The changes

are still continuing. In whatever way relationships may develop between

"house" Christians and "church" Christians it would be wise for Christians

from outside China to refrain from judgental comparisons and impulsive,

unilaterally western actions. Changing times call for great sensitivity.

For China, they call Christians to pray with new hope for the country s

progress and welfare, and for the Christian unity of its churches and

believers. With the same urgency they call believers not to forget their

debt to the unreached, as China's Christians themselves are quick to re-

mind us. Visitors report that they are often told, "In the old days we

had to go out looking for people to tell them about Christ; now the peopl

come looking for us to ask us to tell them about the gospel.

Here perhaps is the greatest single change that has taken place

in China's Christianity in these thirty difficult years. Responsibility

fnr witness has shifted from the clergy to the laity, and the laity ha v_e

Tim V
r

proved equal to the challenge. H is a qooCTsTgn^^

always been the key to effective evangelism. And China is still the

key to East Asia.

-- Samuel Hugh Moffett

Seoul ,
Korea

April 24, 1981


